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OUR  LIGHT  AND  OUR  SALVATION 


Despite  the  problems  that  beset  our  economy 
Christmas  shopping,  from  all  reports,  was  good  this 
year.   Stores  were  crowded.   Sales  were  up.   Our  sub- 
ways and  busses  were  jammed  with  people  carrying  pack- 
ages of  every  description  —  the  modern  counterparts 
of  gold,  frankincense  and  myrrh. 

Another  kind  of  "Christmas  shopper"  interests  me 
more.   The  person  who  drops  into  church  after  a  pro- 
longed holiday  from  God  to  see,  if  perhaps .. .perhaps 
...Bethlehem  has  something  to  say  to  us  today.   Reli- 
gious auditors  I  call  them.   They  turned  out  this  year 
in  larger  numbers  than  usual.   These  "shoppers"  de- 
serve our  patience  and  respect. 


The  fact  that  one  must  experience  Christmas  in 
order  to  believe  does  not  free  the  church  of  the  re- 
sponsibility to  explain  the  significance  of  Christmas . 
We  are  under  perennial  constraint  to  give  "a  reason 
for  the  hope  that  is  in  us."  Were  I  sitting  face  to 
face  with  one  of  these  "Christmas  shoppers"  who  wanted 
seriously  to  know  what  all  the  singing  and  pageantry 
were  about,  I  would  turn  to  the  two  dominant  motifs  of 
our  Lord's  nativity:   Christ  as  our  light,  Christ  as 
our  salvation.   Start  where  you  will  in  the  story,  you 
arrive  eventually  at  these  metaphors. 

The  "light"  motif  is  sounded  most  clearly  in  the 
prologue  to  John's  Gospel,  where  it  is  written,  "The 
true  light  that  lightens  every  man  was  coming  into  the 
world."  (John  1:9)   The  venerable  Zechariah  anticipated 
Jesus  as  one  who  would  "give  light  to  those  who  sit  in 
darkness  and  in  the  valley  of  death."  (Luke  1:79) 

It  is  not  by  accident  that  candlelight  services 
are  held  at  Christmas  time.   They  celebrate  in  a  most 
dramatic  way  the  dawn  of  light. 


The  "salvation"  theme  is  equally  present  in  the 
Christmas  narrative.   The  shepherds  were  told  by  other 
than  human  voices  of  the  birth  in  the  City  of  David  of 
"a  Savior  who  is  Christ  the  Lord."  (Luke  2:11)   The 
aged  Simeon  was  ready  to  die  in  peace  for  in  Jesus  his 
eyes  had  seen  "the  salvation  of  the  Lord."  (Luke  2:30) 
The  naming  of  the  child  removes  all  doubt  about  his 
mission;  "Thou  shalt  call  his  name  Jesus  for  he  shall 
save  his  people  from  their  sins."  (Luke  1:31) 


To  say  that  Christianity  is  a  religion  of  light 
and  salvation  is  to  say  that  Christianity  is  both  in- 
structive and  redemptive.   That  statement  is  more  sig- 
nificant than  I  have  the  skill  to  adequately  expound. 
There  are  many  so-called  religious  systems  in  the  world 
that  are  merely  instructive.   Their  specialty  is  il- 
lumination.  They  attempt  to  throw  light  on  the  self, 
on  the  world,  on  God.   Their  basic  presumption  is  that 
man  is  in  error  and  needs  only  to  be  enlightened. 
Their  fundamental  assumption  is  that  once  we  know  the 
truth  we  will  rise  up  to  obey  it. 

We  can  be  thankful  for  ethical  light  and  moral 
guidance  from  whatever  quarter.  But  is  this  enough? 
Indeed,  has  it  ever  been  enough? 

The  entire  nation,  not  to  mention  other  parts  of 
the  world,  is  saddened  at  the  loss  of  Jack  Benny.   In 
some  of  our  darkest  hours  he  gave  us  cause  to  break 
with  our  worries  and  laugh  just  a  bit.   Some  years  ago 
a  charity  baseball  game  was  played  in  Hollywood  in 
which  a  team  of  actors  played  a  team  of  comedians. 
Groucho  Marx  managed  the  collection  of  comics.   At  one 
point  he  turned  to  Jack  Benny  and  ordered  him  to  hit 
a  home  run.   But  Benny  struck  out  instead.   With  that, 
Groucho  slammed  his  cigar  to  the  ground  and  said,  "I 
quit.   How  can  I  manage  if  they  won't  follow  my  instruc- 
tions?"  It  is  naive  to  believe  that  all  we  need  are 
answers  and  advice  and  analysis. 
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By  the  same  token  there  are  forms  of  religion  in 
the  world  that  are  merely  redemptive .   They  are  heavy 
with  ritual  and  mystical  cleansings.   More  priestly 
than  prophetic.   They  have  a  truer  feel  for  the  tragic 
dimension  of  life,   Man  is  not  only  ignorant  but  broken, 
He  is  weighed  down  by  remembered  sins  and  an  enervating 
sense  of  failure. 

One  thinks  back  to  that  place  in  Dickens  A  Christ- 
mas Carol  where  Scrooge  is  thoroughly  impressed  by  the 
three  visitors  from  the  spirit  world  and  cries  out  in 
desperation,  "I  will  not  shut  out  the  lessons  that 
they  teach.   Oh,  tell  me  I  may  sponge  away  the  writing 
on  this  stone!"  1 

Redemptive  religions  specialize  in  washing  sin 
away  and  absolving  guilt.   Alas, in  all  too  many  cases 
they  do  not  provide  much  ethical  instruction  or  moral 
guidance.   In  this  connection  one  thinks  of  the  town 
drunk  in  the  Bible  belt  who  gets  "saved"  every  spring 
but  never  seems  to  rise  above  his  weakness.   Biblical 
religion,  when  rightly  understood,  is  instructive  and 
redemptive.   Christ  is  our  light  and  Christ  is  our 
salvation.   Not  either  alone,  but  both.   And  therein 
lies  its  strength! 


Christ  is  our  light.   He  is  our  light  because  he 
opens  our  eyes  to  what  life  was  meant  to  be.   We  err 
in  looking  for  Jesus'  genius  in  his  words.   Perceptive 
and  memorable  though  they  be  they  are  hardly  in  any 
sense  original.   Most  of  what  he  said  had  been  said 
before  by  others.   Not  as  well,  perhaps,  but  said 
nonetheless . 

Jesus  is  not  our  light  because  he  gave  us  good 
advice  and  helpful  hints  for  living.   If  you  are  in 
the  market  for  sage  counsel  and  directives  for  getting 
on  in  the  world  you  would  do  better  to  turn  to  Marcus 
Aurelius  than  to  the  four  gospels. 
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He  is  our  light  because  he  embodied  the  truths  he 
taught  and  gave  our  years  a  bold  new  possibility.  This 
is  what  John  meant  when  he  wrote,  "his  life  is  the 
light  of  men."  (John  1:4) 

Jesus  disturbs  our  mediocrity,  exposes  our  drab- 
ness,  raises  our  sights,  unveils  again  the  option  that 
had  been  all  but  lost  since  Adam  bit  the  fruit  and  was 
banished  from  the  garden  of  his  innocence.  His  was  an 
open,  trusting  life,  free  from  parochial  idolatries 
and  crippling  hatreds,  unencumbered  by  material  cares 
and  unworthy  anxieties,  unified  by  an  unfailing  love 
for  God  and  neighbor.   Well  might  John  Stuart  Mill 
have  advised  an  ethically  troubled  friend:   "Do  any- 
thing that  you  know  Jesus  of  Nazreth  would  approve." 

Dominus  illuminatio  mea  —  this  is  the  motto  of 
Oxford  University.  Blessed  is  the  woman  who  can  say 
it  of  herself,  the  Lord  is  my  light. 


And  Christ  is  our  salvation.  _He  empowers  us  to 
become  what  we  are  not!   This  is  the  other  motif  of 
Christmas,  and  I  suspect  the  under treated  one.   Did 
Jesus  only  illumine  we  would  be  of  all  people  most 
miserable. 

Over  the  last  eight  or  ten  years  many  people  have 
become  involved  in  what  are  known  as  Encounter  Groups. 
While  I  am  sure  that  on  balance  Encounter  Groups  have 
proven  more  helpful  than  harmful,   there  have  been  a 
rather  large  number  of  instances  in  which  people  in 
these  groups  became  absolutely  shattered  because  they 
learned  too  much  about  themselves  too  quickly.   Ir.deed, 
there  are  cases  on  record  of  suicides  that  followed 
particularly  brutal  and  frank  encounter  sessions. 

What  I  am  saying  is  that  we  cannot  receive  the 
truth  about  our  lives  -  our  past,  our  present  and  our 
future  -  unless  we  know  that  there  is  someone  present 
to  redeem  us. 
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Christ  is  the  world's  enabler.   He  enables  us  not 
simply  to  make  the  most  of  life  but  to  make  the  best 
of  life.   He  did  not  come  into  the  world  only  to  op- 
pose evil,  he  came  to  destroy  evil. 

The  only  word  for  it  that  comes  even  close  is  the 
word  redemption.   There  is  mystery  here  and  ambiguity. 
Our  language  is  beggared  to  describe  it.   Perhaps  it 
would  help  if  we  picked  up  with  that  word  where  perhaps 
we  last  met  up  with  it  —  in  connection  with  pawn-shop 
jargon.   A  pawned  article5  or  as  we  say  colloquially, 
an  article  in  hock,  is  an  article  that  is  out  of  cir- 
culation.  I  remember  as  a  boy  growing  up  in  Manhattan 
and  going  down  frequently  into  the  Bowery  section  of 
the  city.   On  one  occasion,  being  in  great  need  of  a 
watch,  I  visited  a  pawn  shop  and  bought  one.   I  remem- 
ber the  guilt  I  felt  every  time  I  looked  at  that  watch, 
and  how  I  wondered  about  its  history.   Who  was  it  that 
was  so  impoverished  as  to  be  unable  to  redeem  that 
watch? 

And  so,  a  pawned  article,  or  an  article  in  hock, 
is  one  that  is  out  of  circulation.   It  is  on  the  shelf. 
Of  practical  use  to  no  one.   It  is  dysfunctional.   And 
it  stays  that  way  until  someone  buys  it  back  or  "re- 
deems" it. 

This,  in  a  broken,  hinting  sort  of  way,  is  what 
we  mean  when  we  say  that  Jesus  is  our  salvation.   He 
did  this  supremely  on  the  cross,  but  what  he  achieved 
in  his  death  he  practiced  in  his  life. 

Take,  for  example,  the  glittering  illustration  of 
the  woman  who  was  taken  in  the  act  of  adultery  and  who 
stood  before  Jesus  trembling  in  her  shame.   The  world 
knew  but  two  reactions.   Jesus  could  either  condone 
what  she  did,  or  he  could  condemn  what  she  did.   But 
Jesus  did  neither.   He  practiced  a  third  alternative: 
He  redeemed  the  woman.   That  is,  he  absorbed  her  wrong. 
He  took  it  up  into  himself.   He  swallowed  it  up  into 
his  own  being.   Thus,  he  sent  her  away  a  changed  and 
better  person.   His  love  was  able  to  awaken  an  answer- 
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ing  love  in  her.   This  is  the  basic  mechanism  of  God's 
salvation.   This  is  how  he  saves. 

I  like  the  way  John  Baillie  put  it  when  he  said, 
"Jesus  did  not  simply  let  by-gones  be  by-gones,  he  made 
by-gones  be  by-gones."  _2   This  is  what  salvation  means 

Bethlehem  and  Golgotha  are  inseparable.   It  is 
important  to  remember  that  in  his  death  as  in  his  life, 
Jesus  did  not  condone  sin.   Neither  did  he  condemn  sin. 
He  redeemed  it!   "Father  forgive  them  for  they  know 
not  what  they  do."  (Luke  23:34)   From  first  to  last, 
from  Bethlehem  to  Golgotha  he  lived  out  a  love  that 
was  in  the  beginning,  is  now,  and  ever  shall  be.   That 
love  was  not  newly  generated  on  the  cross,  only  newly 
focused  and  declared.   Christ  our  light  and  Christ  our 
salvation. 


How  we  need  him  to  be  such  for  us  today.   I  en- 
joyed reading  this  past  summer  an  imaginative  novel  of 
Kurt  Vonnegut,  Jr.,  called  Cat's  Cradle.   Somewhere  in 
that  story  there  is  an  incident  in  an  office  where  the 
typists  and  clerks  decide  to  celebrate  Christmas. 
Vonnegut  says,  "Each  of  about  a  hundred  girls  had  made 
herself  into  a  choirgirl  by  putting  on  a  collar  of 
white  bond  paper,  secured  by  a  paper  clip.   They  sang 
beautifully.   I  was  surprised  and  mawkishly  heartbroken, 
I  am  always  moved  by  that  seldom-used  treasure,  the 
sweetness  with  which  most  girls  can  sing.   The  girls 
sang  "0  Little  Town  of  Bethlehem."   I  am  not  likely  to 
forget  very  soon  their  interpretation  of  the  line: 
"The  hopes  and  fears  of  all  the  years  are  here  with 
us  tonight. "  _3 

Just  this  past  week  an  article  by  Richard  Eder 
on  conditions  in  Sweden  was  released  to  the  world. 
There  was  something  alarming  in  his  summation  of  how 
even  in  a  good  society,  where  people  are  free  from  the 
worries  of  old  age  and  the  fear  of  acute  medical  ex- 


pensesj  there  is  still  frustration.   I  was  taken  par- 
ticularly by  Eder's  reference  to  the  educational  sys- 
tem.  Higher  education  in  Sweden  is  open  to  anyone  who 
passes  the  entrance  examination.   Writes  the  commenta- 
tor, "The  setting  up  of  an  educational  system  in  which 
students  are  selected  for  university  study  strictly  on 
the  basis  of  achievement,  regardless  of  ability  to  pay, 
has  caused  tensions,   'We  have  a  situation  in  which 
two-thirds  of  our  young  people  feel  that  they  have 
failed,'  a  professor  said.   'And  they  can't  blame  the 
rich,  they  can' t  blame  the  social  system,  they  can  only 
feel  inferior .   This  creates  a  far  fiercer  kind  of 
alienation,  a  far  harsher  class  system  than  the  old 
divisions  by  wealth.'"  4_ 

"The  hopes  and  fears  of  all  the  years  are  here 
with  us  tonight."   "Two-thirds  of  our  young  people 
feel  that  they  have  failed."  What  can  we  say,  where 
can  we  go,  when  we  have  no  one  to  blame  but  ourselves? 

Because  he  is  light  we  see  despite  the  dark. 
Because  he  is  salvation  we  live  despite  our  sins. 
Have  you  made  him  your  light  and  your  salvation?  As 
we  move  into  the  New  Year  that  looms  just  ahead  I  covet 
for  you  the  certainty  of  the  Psalmist  when  he  said, 
"The  Lord  is  my  light  and  my  salvation;  whom  shall  I 
fear?   The  Lord  is  the  stronghold  of  my  life;  of  whom 
shall  I  be  afraid?"  (Ps.  27:1) 

CLOSING  PRAYER 

We  bless  thees   God3    that  Thy  best 
name  is   love;  and  that  before  we 
seek  we  are  already  sought. 

Strive  with  us  where  our  resistance 

to  grace  is  most  severe, 
And  grant  us  no  rest  within   — 

until  we  rest  in  Thee. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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